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Ever since John Brown’s raid at Harper’s Ferry in 1859 people have both vilified and deified him.  
Southerners immediately after Harper’s Ferry were the first to vilify him and northern Abolitionists 
came to his defense, noting the higher cause of freedom for which he was committing acts of violence. 
Historians have not been exempt from this.  Since then they have continued the debate.  Was he an evil 
character as depicted by Southerners who hated his cause?  Was he insane or simply an idealist?   Was 
he a religious fanatic?  Was he a terrorist?  To this day, none can agree.  Yet evidence exists that Brown 
was indeed an idealist, a fanatic and may have been delusional as well, but it was a combination of all of 
these traits and the politically charged society of antebellum America which provided the perfect 
situation for Brown to become a terrorist for the cause of abolition.   
 
Determining the root causes for John Brown’s actions is difficult not only because he was put to death 
after his trial in 1859, but also because contemporaries made a concerted effort to paint him in such a 
light that he could be used as a symbol either for or against their own causes. He was initially called 
courageous by the South, but then demonized as a representative of the actions which the North wished 
to carry out against the South.  Even though, in reality, the majority, including leaders in the North, were 
perfectly willing to allow slavery to continue in order to preserve the union.  Abraham Lincoln made this 
point very clear many times in his public addresses.  The Abolitionists, on the other hand, tended to 
worship Brown for the attention which he brought to their cause, ignoring or excusing his use of 
violence as necessary in a fight against the perceived evil of slavery.   One of the points which the 
Transcendentalists, most of whom were Abolitionists, made was that Brown “never lived until he died.” 
This shows that Brown became more than a person who chose violence as a means to an end.  It was in 
their interest to make him into something he was not, namely a symbol for the cause of abolition.   
